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The King and Queen Float in the Gasparilla Parade of 1936.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

THE LEGEND OF GASPARILLA:
MYTH AND HISTORY ON FLORIDA’S WEST COAST
by André-Marcel d’Ans
Translated by Marie-Joèle Ingalls

In Tampa, Florida, the legend of the Spanish pirate José Gaspar is the basis of a colorful
festival every February. Members of the local business elite, disguised as pirates, arrive on a
galleon, land, and take the city to sack it. The festival ends with a parade in which all the
authorities of the city escort King Gasparilla and his Queen. The royal couple is elected for the
occasion by members of “Ye Mystic Krewe of Gasparilla,” a very exclusive club which
organizes the festival and the social activities that revolve around it. On the route of the pageant,
the pirates of Gasparilla’s crew, cigars in mouth, openly drinking and firing thousands of blank
shots in the air, throw handfuls of fake gold coins, plastic pearl necklaces, and empty cartridge
shells among the spectators at the parade. Children and adults alike jostle each other to get hold
of these mementoes. Behind the festival lies a recurring debate about the historical authenticity
of the pirate José Gaspar.
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Two illustrations of José Gaspar alias “Gasparilla” from Jack Beater’s The “Gasparilla” Story.

I
Condensed to its most simple outline, the legend of José Gaspar can be briefly summarized.
José Gaspar was born in Spain in 1756. Intelligent and brave, cultured and gallant, he became a
naval officer. He enjoyed a brilliant career until the day when, taken with hatred for Spain, he
mutinied, stole a ship, and left for the Gulf of Mexico to become a pirate in 1783.
Two different versions accounted for the sudden disenchantment of José Gaspar with Spain. In
a first “historical” interpretation, Gaspar, at the age of twenty-seven, served as a lieutenant on the
Floridablanca (named after the prime minister of the time) and narrowly escaped from a defeat
inflicted on the Spanish fleet by the English. Mortified by the defeat, disappointed by his decadent motherland and weaned of his ambition to build his personal glory in its service, Gaspar
decided to seek his own wealth and fame in piracy.1 He convinced most of the crew to share his
destiny and ordered the death of the ship's captain and of others who refused to enter his plot.
A second, more “romantic” version, gave José Gaspar a troubled childhood and a much more
precocious officer’s career. At the early age of twelve, he kidnapped a young girl for ransom. He
was caught, but since the judge gave him a choice between going to prison and entering the
Naval Academy, he naturally chose the latter. At the academy, his intelligence and his skill with
weapons were a marvel. At age eighteen (in 1776), he became a midshipman in spite of the fact
that he had previously seduced the niece of the academy’s commander. Shortly thereafter, he
accomplished fabulous feats againt the Barbary pirates of Tripoli. Soon a captain, he fought
victoriously against the pirates of the Caribbean, captured many, and had them hanged in
Havana. He became admiral of the Atlantic Fleet and then in 1782, naval attaché at the Court of

https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/tampabayhistory/vol2/iss2/3

2

d'Ans: The Legend of Gasparilla: Myth and History on Florida’s West Coas

Charles III. The king’s daughter-in-law, the Sicilian Maria-Luisa, fell madly in love with him,
but he rejected her for a beautiful lady of the Court. Full of spite, the princess formed an alliance
with the prime minister, Manuel Godoy, and accused Gaspar of the theft of the crown jewels.
Charles III, misled by false evidence, was about the have the handsome officer arrested when
Gaspar heard about it, escaped, took charge of a band of escaped convicts, stole a ship and
entered piracy, driven by the dream of taking revenge on the Spain that had so unjustly treated
him.2
In all versions of the legend, this marked the turning point. In 1783, having become a traitor
and a pirate, José Gaspar gave the name of “Gasparilla” to himself as well as to his ship and the
island in Charlotte Harbor, on the west coast of Florida near Fort Myers, where he established his
den.
For thirty-eight years, from 1783 to 1821, Gasparilla and his crew scoured the seas around their
hideaway. They attacked merchant ships, accumulated a fabulous treasure and killed without
mercy all the crews, with the exception of a few sailors, whom the pirates drafted to replace their
dead. The passengers of the captured ships were all put to death, except for young and beautiful
women who were taken to the pirates’ den and kept as slaves and concubines until the time
when, having ceased to please or having been replaced by a fresher catch, they were beheaded.
Occasionally, other women passengers of high rank and wealth were spared and held for ransom
on a nearby island, later named Captiva Island for that reason.
Following this general outline many tales have been told about Gasparilla’s numerous exploits,
but a constant thread runs through the various stories. Despite his bloodthirsty deeds, this
ferocious pirate did not cease to display qualities reminiscent of his other nature, that of a gallant,
cultured gentleman who admired beauty. Although manifested in all the versions of his exploits,
this feature stands out in one episode where Gasparilla captured a princess, fell in love with her,
was rejected by her, and in the end put her to death.
This particular episode also has two versions. In the first one, Gasparilla captured on a Spanish
vessel the illegitimate daughter of Queen Maria-Luisa of Bourbon and of her lover, Minister
Manuel Godoy.3 Haughtily scorned by the daughter of his Queen, Gasparilla killed her in a
moment of ferocious spite. But immediately overwhelmed by a sweet and remorseful
melancholy, he took her in his arms and buried her with his own hands in the sand of the beach.
In the other version, the daughter of a Mexican Viceroy, Josefa de Mayorga, assumed the role
of the captured princess. With the same haughty contempt, she rejected the courteous advances
of the pirate even though he treated her royally and put all his treasures at her feet. Finally,
Gasparilla was convinced by his men to order her death, but he remained inconsolable. Useppa
Island, in the vicinity of Gasparilla Island, perpetuates the memory of the princess under a
phonetically altered name.
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John Gómez in 1895.
Photograph courtesy of the University of South Florida Library.

The legend concludes with a second turning point. In 1821, at the age of sixty-five, Gasparilla
decided to end his life as a pirate. “Gasparilla is no more,” he declared to his men.4 He then
ordered them to disband after promising to divide all the accumulated treasure equitably. As for
himself, he intended to finish his days in opulence and honor, probably somewhere in South
America.
On the morning of the day fixed for the division of the spoils, what appeared to be a rich
British merchant ship loomed across from the pirates’ hide-out. Gasparilla, perhaps under
pressure from his men, could not resist the temptation to seize it. Alas, at the very point of
engagement, when it was too late to retreat, the attacked vessel lowered the English flag and
unmasked its batteries. It was not a merchant ship but the warship, USS Enterprise, which un-
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furled its American flag and fired with deadly accuracy on the pirates’ ship. Victim of the trick
that he himself had used so many times, Gasparilla decided to die without surrendering. He
climbed to the bow of the sinking ship, wrapped the anchor’s chain around his body, and threw
himself into the sea as he cried out: “Gasparilla dies by his own hand not the enemy’s.”5 Most of
the pirate’s crew either perished on the spot or surrendered to be subsequently hanged in New
Orleans. Just a few managed to escape. Among them was John Gómez, an eyewitness to the
pirate’s extraordinary death and supposedly the first narrator of the Gasparilla legend.6

II
It would be difficult to find anyone in Tampa unfamiliar with the name of Gasparilla. Yet the
names of the genuine founders of the city remain relatively unknown to a large number of
people. In short, in perhaps his most successful conquest, Gasparilla has overwhelmed the
frontiers of historical knowledge to become in the public’s mind the main cultural identity-factor
for Tampans. This despite the fact that the pirate José Gaspar, alias Gasparilla, never existed.
This fact is proven both by the absence of his name in the Spanish and American archives and by
the total absence of any material trace of his presence in Florida. There are no ruins that might be
attributed to him and not a single coin from his fabulous treasure has ever been found.
However, any historian determined to destroy the legend would be wrong to interpret the lack
of evidence as a victory. In fact, the absence of historical authenticity simply verifies that it is
indeed a legend. The historical truth of the legend of Gasparilla is its very existence and the
annual celebration of its hero by a whole city for three-quarters of a century, which is to say
practically since its beginning as a city.
In a more general way, one can say that the birth and perpetuation of a legend are not only
historical facts but constitute also an important key to unlock the meaning of history. A legend
has nothing to tell us about the period where it places it episodes, but it talks to us like an open
book of the society that has given birth to it and keeps it alive.
Nevertheless, to relate the content of a legend to the historical framework of the society that
produces it accomplishes only half of the task. In fact, not only is the legend the product of an
epoch, but, by becoming part of its context, it also acts upon this very epoch. In a first phase, the
legend emanates from the ethos of the society that creates it; in a second one, the legend has a
conservative influence upon that ethos with which it becomes intimately intertwined.
This study examines the genesis and structure of the urban myth of Tampa to attempt to
understand why, among so many possible and imaginable heroes, this Spanish pirate had the
good fortune to become the legendary patron of the city. Such a choice can be explained
inasmuch as the myth of Gasparilla:
1. expresses some striking features of the ethos of the social class that adopted the
legend and that initiated the festival in 1904;
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2. contains the characteristics necessary to sustain the participation of the other social
classes that share the belief in the myth and voluntarily take a part in the festival.

III
Tampa’s history was shaped by events in Cuba, still a Spanish colony at the time. There, in
1868, started the deadly War of Independence, that ultimately lasted ten years and ended in
defeat. The immediate repercussions of the uprising were tragically impressive. As early as 1869,
100,000 Cuban refugees fled to foreign countries, their exodus leading them to the republics of
Latin America, to Europe (this destination was chosen mostly by rich separatist patricians) and
above all to the United States, where Cuban immigration was divided into two branches. The
refugees from the middle class went to northern cities (New York, Philadelphia, Boston),
whereas workers opted for the closest possible exile – Key West, only ninety miles from Cuba.
Most of the Cuban workers who went into exile were cigar makers who had made the glory of
Havana. The Cuban cigar industry, badly hurt by the Panic of 1857 in the United States, had
been in economic trouble for several years. The workers who suffered the consequences of these
financial difficulties had developed great solidarity and militancy. As early as 1860, a few Cuban
manufacturers had moved to Key West, where they were so close to Havana that the importation
of the precious leaves of Cuban tobacco did not cause many problems. In 1869, after the start of
the Cuban Independence War, the factories in Cuba closed down and the cigar industry was
transplanted to Key West. At the head of one important factory was a Spanish businessman from
Havana, Vincente Martinez Ybor. The immigrant Cuban workers looked forward to the day that
their homeland would become an independent country so that they could return to Cuba. Alas,
the reverse was true. Spain surpressed the insurrection, and at the end of the war in 1878, the
Cuban exodus increased..
In Key West and Havana frustrated cigar workers turned from the struggle for independence to
trade-union militancy. The workers of both urban centers exchanged information, solidified ties,
and planned common strategies. The easy communications between Key West and Havana
presented problems for the cigar manufacturers who had to fight many strikes. Therefore, the
Key West owners began to think about relocating their factories. Ideally, they needed a place
close enough to Cuba to import easily the raw material, but also far enough from the island to
break the trade-unionist link between the exiled Cuban workers in America and their
counterparts in Cuba.
This situation in the cigar industry soon led to the rapid development of Tampa. In 1876
Tampa was only a struggling village of “crackers” producing oranges, vegetables, and a little
sugar, occasionally exported by sea towards New Orleans or Key West and Cuba. By land,
Tampa was connected to Gainesville only by a road that one could travel in two-and-a-half days.
After the last garrison of Fort Brooke left in 1882, Tampa opened itself to the world. The first
bank was opened in 1883, just before the arrival of the first railroad in 1884 that Henry B. Plant
built from Jacksonville.
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Meanwhile, labor upheavals continued to shake Key West. In the wake of new strikes and a
fire – possibly arson – that devastated his workshops, Vincente Martinez Ybor decided to
transfer his business, including 2,000 workers, to the growing city of Tampa that had already
jumped in population from 720 in 1880 to 2,376 in 1885.
Under the energetic leadership of the Board of Trade (predecessor of the Chamber of
Commerce), Tampa quickly became more of an urban center. The city soon had running water,
an ice cream factory, a bridge over the river, a telephone network, electricity and an opera. The
harbor also grew. The discovery of phosphate in Polk County increased Tampa’s importance as a
port. In 1888, Henry B. Plant extended his railroad to the harbor, and he started a line of
steamships that began to shuttle regularly between Tampa and Havana with a stop in Key West. .
In the meantime, the railroad magnate had broadened his network southward to the next natural
harbor in Charlotte Bay. There, ignoring the pleas of the village located near the old Fort Myers,
Plant chose to end his railroad in a deserted village, Punta Gorda, where a new center was
created around the luxury hotel built by Plant in the image of his elaborate Tampa Bay Hotel.
The method of Henry B. Plant, pioneer and capitalist, was brilliantly simple. His railroads
brought cities to life, and he speculated on the ensuing real estate boom. His goal was to attract
not only industries to these new cities but also the rich clientele of the North drawn by the
southern climate. The opulent palaces that Plant constructed on the west coast of Florida awaited
those first winter vacationers. In addition, joining the useful to the pleasant, he organized in
Tampa the first industrial fair, which took place annually until the promotor’s death in 1899.
While Plant amassed his colossal fortune, prosperity did not elude Vincente Martinez Ybor and
the other cigar manufacturers who had moved their factories from Key West to Tampa. The cigar
industry was centered in neighboring Ybor City, named for Vincente Martinez Ybor, the very
prototype of the paternalistic and good-natured Latin American boss who reigned over this
growing mixture of cigar workers made up of Cubans, Spaniards, and Italians.
Unexpectedly, this apparently explosive mixture entertained good relations with the cigar
bosses in the 1890s. There was a good reason for this. In the beginning of that decade the dreams
of Cuban independence were born again, and social conflicts moved to the background. The
factory workers helped finance the Cuban revolution, to which they gave one day of their weekly
salary. Of course their union militancy was dampened by this. Consequently, the cigar owners
prospered, and they openly supported Cuban independence, defended also by the U.S.
government.
Once this independence was achieved, its consequences betrayed the hopes of workers and
owners alike. The workers could not go back to Cuba’s ruined fields and cities plagued by
unemployment, and the owners had difficulty facing the post-war situation. Martinez Ybor died
in 1896 and did not see how victorious American capital came to dominate the cigar industry not
only in Cuba but also in Tampa, where as early as 1899 the cigar factories were bought up one
by one by the American Cigar Company. This marked the end of the era of the pre-industrial,
good-natured, and personalized capitalism and the beginning of an industrial era dominated by
the drive for efficiency and the rationalization of work. For the Latin workers of Ybor City thirty
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years of bitter social conflict were about to start against the American businessmen who
controlled Tampa.7

Riding a Cadillac in the original Gasparilla Parade in 1904.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

The first coronation ball of Gasparilla in 1904.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.
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John Gómez and his hut, circa 1900.
Photograph from Russell Doubleday’s A Year in a Yawl.

With the turn of the century, the last of the pioneer promoters left the stage with the deaths of
Henry B. Plant in 1899, and Martinez Ybor three years earlier. In 1902, Plant’s empire was
dismantled and sold. The Atlantic Coastline Railroad gained control of his railroads, and in 1905,
the City of Tampa bought the proud Tampa Bay Hotel. This was more than a symbol. The days
of the founding fathers were gone, as was personal capitalism. The era of trusts and social
conflicts was arriving. In Tampa a business class had consolidated itself as a caste and ruled the
city. At this time the festival of Gasparilla started in 1904.

IV
Turning from the early history of Tampa to the history of the Gasparilla legend, it is necessary
to trace the various ways the myth spread. Initially, the legend of Gasparilla must have been
transmitted solely by word of mouth. This oral tradition still predominates today since most of
the people who know the legend have never read any of the literature on the subject. However,
there are a number of important written versions. Among the various historical “proofs” asserted
by the different versions of the legend, all find their origin in an eyewitness – John (or Juan)
Gómez. Naturally, this initial narrator of the legendary exploits of Gasparilla possessed himself
all the traits of a mythical character. According to one account, John Gómez was supposedly a
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pirate’s son born on Gasparilla Island in 1805 and in view of his young age he was not
condemned to hanging but to ten years in prison after his capture by sailors of the USS
Enterprise in 1821. Having returned to his birthplace, he died there in 1875, according to this
version, after having related the details of the events surrounding his childhood.8
In a second version, the role of John Gómez became more important, to the point where he
played a major part in the story he was supposed to transmit. Born in 1778, this Gómez was said
to have been a sailor on the vessel captured by Gasparilla in 1801 that carried the Mexican
princess. Spared by the pirates, he soon became Gasparilla’s protégé. In 1805, he was given a
secret mission to return to Spain and kill the pirate’s personal enemy, Prime Minister Manuel
Godoy. But Gómez failed in his mission because, once in Spain, he was forced into Napoleon’s
army. The ex-pirate fought so brilliantly that Napoleon congratulated him in person.
Nevertheless, Gómez deserted and returned to his adventurous life on the sea. In 1818, the slave
ship he was traveling on was captured by none other than Gasparilla. Gómez rejoined his old
companions and shared their life until the fatal day of defeat in 1821.
That day, having stayed ashore, John Gómez escaped inland with a few other pirates, who took
along the captive women. This last detail was most opportune because the conclusion of the
legend would otherwise have been encumbered by the presence of the pirates' concubines who
conveniently disappeared in this version. The subsequent deeds of Gómez included diverse
adventures that saw him intervene successively in the slave trade, Seminole Wars, and even a
rebellion against Spanish authority in Cuba. Finally, the life of the old sailor ended with an
accidental drowning in 1900 in the same waters where Gasparilla had drowned years earlier. Had
this actually occurred, Gómez would have been 122 years old.9
Although linked to the legend of Gasparilla and subordinated to it, the exploits of John Gómez
finally acquired an independent quality. Through the use of the same literary techniques, the
popular literature gave a cohesive set of adventures to this minor hero. However, in connection
with the main legend of Gasparilla, this narrator-hero, witness and participant in key episodes
fulfilled a fundamental necessity. Whatever the historical “proofs” invoked or fabricated by the
modern narrators, they could not be detailed enough to give to Gasparilla the sweeping romantic
scope that made his legend attractive. Therefore, it was necessary to elaborate a secondary myth
that provided this colorful witness and made him disappear as well.
The very first written version of the legend came in an advertising brochure of the Charlotte
Harbor and Northern Railroad Company. The leaflet was given to visitors who used the Plant
System and the Boca Grande Hotel. Boca Grande is the principal town of Gasparilla Island, and
therefore, in theory it was the old haunt of the king of the pirates. “Taking the best of everything
when a capture was made, he chose the best of the islands in Charlotte Harbor, for his own secret
haunts,” declared the leaflet.10 In fact, at the beginning of the twentieth century Gasparilla Island
became “the winter home of the bluebloods.”11
As early as its first transcription, the legend took its basic form. However, around the core of
the story swirled a variety of episodes that were not always compatible with each other. Indeed,
the anonymous author of the original written account admitted this. “While it is almost
impossible to obtain exact information concerning this outlaw, owing to the numerous and
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conflicting accounts, the writer has tried to put into readable form a few of these stories
concerning Gasparilla, and has only used such accounts where two or more sources agreed.”
In any case, the deeper meaning of the myth was already clear. The legend declared that the
epoch of uncontrolled piracy was over and that since the peace necessary to business and tourism
had been established “in the good American way,” the memory of past massacres served only to
give the area “the spice of romantic adventure.”12
The railroad brochure does not bear any date. However, since its author mentioned the old John
Gómez and his death in 1900, publication obviously occurred after that date. Everything else
indicates that the leaflet circulated a little after 1900 and that it provided the inspiration for the
promoters of Tampa’s first Gasparilla festival in 1904.
The transfer of the legend from Charlotte Harbor to Tampa came at the very moment of the
collapse of the Plant System that connected Charlotte Harbor to Tampa. After Henry B. Plant's
death in 1899, his team managed the Plant System for three years. Then after 1902 his empire
was broken up and sold. Meanwhile, with the end of the pioneer era, the class of businessmen
located in Tampa strengthened itself, becoming the city's new elite.
With Tampa’s appropriation of the Gasparilla legend, the myth lost somewhat the strong
territorial character that had tied it to Charlotte Harbor. Away from the area where the legendary
story occurred, the main emphasis shifted to a symbolic interpretation of the mythical facts that
impressed the Tampa group which adopted the legend. Without losing too much of the romantic
dimension of its episodes, the legend gradually hid its fictional character behind an apparatus of
fabricated evidence proving its authenticity. This was a slow process.
In 1923, a local historian from Salem, Massachusetts, Francis B. C. Bradlee, great grandson of
an American privateer in the War of 1812, published a well documented book on the last years of
piracy. Having received from Robert S. Bradley, Esq., of Boston, President of the Charlotte
Harbor and Northern Railway Company of Florida the brochure relating to the legend of
Gasparilla, Bradlee clearly accepted its historical authenticity on the basis of the honor of man
who gave it to him.13 Bradlee not only reproduced the legend in its entirety, but he also added a
few episodes that should be attributed to another pirate named “Richard Coeur de Lion.” From
then on, that nickname would follow the name of Gasparilla in a few versions of the legend.
The following year, in 1924, Philip Gosse published a more popular book, The Pirates’ Who’s
Who. He included in it, leaning obviously on the authority of Bradlee, a concise version of
Gasparilla’s exploits. The book was successfully reissued in 1968, and its condensed version is
in a way the one commonly accepted today.14
Finally, in 1936, Gasparilla escaped from the pages of piracy to enter the pages of the history
of Florida for the first time. In Florida Old and New, the historian Frederick W. Dau wrote a few
paragraphs about Gasparilla, placing him in a very convincing manner (and undoubtedly in good
faith) among real historical figures. From that moment on, there were authoritative books to
which one could send the persons who had the nerve to doubt the historic reality of Gasparilla.15
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In the meantime, the Gasparilla festival had taken place every year with but two interruptions,
directly related to financial and political crises. The festival was not organized from 1907 to
1909 as a result of “the Rich Man’s Panic” which brought a downturn in the nation’s economy.
During 1918-19, following American entry into World War I, the festival was also not
celebrated.
In spite of these two lapses, the Gasparilla celebration became more elaborate every year. The
public show had started in 1904 with pirates mounted on horses invading the city. In 1905, there
was a triumphant parade of all the city's automobiles – all sixty of them! In 1911, for the first
time, a ship was used – just as in the modern version – to invade the city. Very quickly, the
celebrations, which were initially an entertainment for the city’s elite, evolved to become
grandiose festivities for popular consumption. Nevertheless, the festival did not lose its initial
character since ordinary townspeople were but spectators in a show given by Tampa’s elite. “Ye
Mystic Krewe of Gasparilla,” the quasi-religious society that hrganized the annual celebration,
symbolized the social division that separated the festival’s participants from spectators. Only
members of Tampa’s elite were selected to join the exclusive society.
The Krewe created for its own use a magisterial version of the legend which became a sort of
Gasparilla Bible. This task was undertaken by Edwin D. Lambright, a professional writer, editor
of the Tampa Tribune and himself a pirate who had participated in the festival since 1904. In
1936, Lambright published a luxurious 221-page volume, richly bound, financed by the members
of the Krewe, stamped with the approval of the reigning Gasparilla King and adorned with a
certificate guaranteeing that “The History of Gasparilla and Ye Mystic Krewe” was a limited
member’s edition, every copy numbered by hand and inscribed with the name of one of the
Krewe’s members. Since this book was never commercially marketed, it is difficult to find. The
only copies that are available for consultation have been given by Krewe members or their heirs
to public institutions.
In this sumptuous album, the text of the legend took only thirty-five pages. Most of the rest of
the book was filled with biographies and portraits of the most illustrious Krewe members.
Nevertheless, these thirty-five pages provided the first version of the legend that was at the same
time extensive and critical. Lambright’s narrative followed the familiar lines, but he also selected
the episodes that seemed to him the most orthodox and placed them, with a certain erudition, in a
more authentic historical setting. First of all, the Queen Maria-Luisa and the Spanish Prime
Ministers Godoy and Floridablanca regained the real dates of their existence. In addition,
Lambright had the officer José Gaspar follow a more reasonable advancement in his career. He
was a lieutenant at twenty-two years of age and was still in that grade at the time of his mutiny
five years later. Lambright refuted explicitly Gaspar’s presence in the Spanish Court and,
therefore, the very possibility that he might have been accused of the theft of the crown jewels.
Written for Tampa’s Court of Gasparilla, Lambright’s version was obviously designed to make
the legendary episodes more believable by giving them all the appearances of historical reality.
“His actual existence, many of his depredations, are authenticated by unquestionable records,”
Lambright affirmed. He added, “We know that many of the tales which have come down to us
are mere fiction, including the fanciful recital of his execution by hanging, from a Tampa tree.”16
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The Royal Court of Gasparilla in 1905.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

Lambright emphasized as much as possible the respectability of Gasparilla. The pranks of his
childhood were omitted. The very possibility that he might have been accused of a jewelry theft
in Spain was refuted, as well as the fact that he might have abandoned a wife and two children in
his native country. Although the author granted that Gasparilla captured women prisoners, he
specified that the pirate gave them in matrimony to his men, a priest being kept prisoner to
perform this sacramental service.17
Lambright also added new episodes that showed Gasparilla capable of pure generosity in love
and of disinterested friendship. Thus, even though he fell madly in love with an English captive,
Ann Geoffrey, Gasparilla stepped aside finally in favor of one of his men that she was in love
with, and he gave them back their freedom by capturing a vessel whose crew and cargo he spared
in exchange for transportation of the young couple to England.
Another time, on a Spanish ship that he stopped Gasparilla found a very dear friend, Arturo
Menéndez, who had been with him at the Naval Academy. He spared him and kept him at his
palace on Gasparilla Island, even though the friend in question refused to become a pirate and
did not cease to reproach Gasparilla for his treason. This story once more had a touching ending:
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The Captain’s Dinner of Ye Mystic Krewe in 1915.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

Arturo Menéndez died, sacrificing his life to save Gasparilla who was attacked by a mutinous
crew member.
Thousands of details were added by Lambright so that in his courtly version Gasparilla
appeared like the most gallant, the most correct, and the most tender of men, except that he was a
pirate. Overall, the only violence he committed was that which was absolutely necessary for him
to establish his power base before he finally confronted the USS Enterprise (which should be
read “American Enterprise”). The defeat and suicide of the pirate marked the mythical transfer of
his royal power to the new establishment of American business, controlled by a white,
Anglo-Saxon, Protestant elite.
In Tampa this social class adhered with all its strength to the ideal of American respectability
and placed its values (in addition to money and religion) in romantic love, manly friendships and
a peaceful society. These values were latent in the deeds of Gasparilla, according to Lambright’s
version, but they were inhibited by his violence when he turned to piracy with the declaration,
“We declare war on the commerce of the world.”18
Even though Gasparilla’s violence had gained some legitimacy by his fighting the old colonial
powers of Spain and England, it nevertheless had to disappear to let the new order establish itself
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with its ideal of democratic harmony. What better end could the legend have than by abolishing
violence through violence to oneself, that is, through suicide?
Thanks to the legend, the undistinguished arrival of American authority in Florida (not won
from England through the War of Independence but simply bought from Spain in 1819) was
exalted by a grandiose staging, worthy of an opera or an epic movie. The fake British merchant
ship became the USS Enterprise flying the stars and stripes, and immediately the king of the west
coast, the ferocious Spaniard who had killed his own princess, jumped in the ocean and
disappeared brandishing his sword. The elusive hero vanished more than he was defeated. Under
the new American order, Gasparilla’s power could be reborn and legitimized, cleansed of its
violent and sensuous faults. Piracy thus became a mystique in the hands of the Mystic Krewe.
The continuity between the power of piracy and the American power that replaced it was not
only suggested by the legendary tale, but it was also explicitly expressed in a letter attributed to
Gasparilla and addressed in 1821 to an American officer. “We run the same fortune,” declared
the Spanish pirate, “and our maxim is that ‘The goods of the world belong to the strong and the
valiant.’ The occupation of the Floridas is a pledge that the course I follow is conformable to the
policy pursued by the United States.”19
The other document cited by Lambright to establish the authenticity of Gasparilla was a diary
that the pirate supposedly kept from 1783 to 1795. However, to explain how such a document
had survived, Lambright invented a new secondary character, Roderigo Lopez, said to have been
Gasparilla’s second. After twelve years of piracy, this Roderigo was still lovesick for his
beautiful friend Sanibel who lived in Spain, and Gasparilla authorized him to rejoin her. As
Roderigo departed, Gasparilla supposedly entrusted him with the diary and expressly advised
him to keep it secret. Roderigo turned the document over to the beautiful Sanibel, who could not
avoid talking about it, so that it fell into the hands of the Spanish authorities. Kept in the archives
of that country, it was later found and passed to Lambright by “an American, resident in Madrid,
who wishes his name withheld,” but who was rumored to be the Naval Attaché of the United
States!20 The memory of the indiscreet Sanibel was supposedly perpetuated by Sanibel Island,
close to Gasparilla Island. As shown by this example, Lambright's work relied just as heavily as
other versions on place names for “evidence.”
The seductive argument based on place names in fact undermines the historic reality of
Gasparilla. The islands called Gasparilla, Captiva, and Sanibel were all listed under those same
names on maps that predated the supposed arrival of the legendary pirate. Apparently the first
person to bring this fact to light was the historian Karl Bickel. The documents that he presented
in his 1942 book strongly suggest that Gasparilla Island got its name from a Spanish missionary
named Gaspar or Gasparillo. In his chapter about the mythical pirate, Bickel made an exhaustive
list of all the arguments against the historical reality of Gasparilla.21 On this question, nothing
essential has been subsequently added, except for the confirmation by Charles W. Arnade and
James W. Covington in 1966 of the absence of any historical evidence about the existence of a
José Gaspar in either Spanish or American archives.22 Finally, Bickel showed himself well
informed about John Gómez and about the first written version of the legend under the auspices
of the Charlotte Harbor and Northern Railway. Hence his chapter on Gasparilla carried the title,
“Pirate, Padre, or Press Agent?”
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Bickel’s negative findings about the existence
of Gasparilla had no influence on Tampa’s
celebration of the legend. Indeed, the suspension
of festival activities from 1942 to 1947 was only
due to the war.
In 1946, a writer of some reputation, James B.
Cabell, attempted to produce a literary and
popularized account of the legend. In a novel
entitled There Were Two Pirates, A Comedy of
Division, Cabell loosely followed the Gasparilla
legend, but in the process he gravely distorted
certain aspects. Most important, he found his
narrator in Gasparilla himself who, according to
the novel, survived the 1821 defeat to die seven
years later in St. Augustine.23
In its own way as heretical as the work of
Bickel, this little known novel had no impact on
Tampa’s popular memory. Local press coverage
of the festival since its revival in 1947 has relied
heavily on Lambright’s official version and never
mentioned the conflicting version of Bickel or
Cabell, not even to refute them. However, these
two treatments demonstrate the selectivity (in part
spontaneous, in part directed by the media) with
which Tampans accept or reject new information
about the subject of Gasparilla.

The cover of Jack Beater’s The “Gasparilla”
Story.
Photograph courtesy of the University of South
Florida Library.

Thus, in 1950 nothing prevented Karl Grismer
from publishing a history of Tampa that included
a most orthodox chapter on Gasparilla. Grismer did not even question the authenticity of the
legendary figure because it was as obvious to him as to his readers. Indeed, his abridged version
was no different from Lambright’s rendering of the legend or his history of the Krewe and its
activities.24
Jack Beater, however, represented an entirely new phenomenon. He wrote the definitive
popularized version of Gasparilla that escaped control of the Gasparilla “church” in Tampa, but
in a way that was not totally unacceptable. Beater’s independence was the result of a certain
distance that set him apart in a double sense from the orthodoxy of Tampa’s Gasparilla. First, his
style, in both form and content, was far removed from the pseudo-scientific tone adopted by the
Krewe in its version. Second, Beater was literally an outsider in that he lived in Fort Myers and
focused on the legend’s specific locations around Charlotte Harbor, showing a general
indifference to Tampa’s Gasparilla celebrations.
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From a stylistic standpoint, the legend found a true popularizer in Jack Beater. Thanks to him,
Gasparilla left the intimidating pages of hardcover books and entered the field of cheap
paperbacks. From 1949 on, this author printed and reprinted copies of his paperback, which by
its style, appearance, price (initially $1, and now $1.95) and means of distribution, could reach a
wide audience. In this form, the legend of Gasparilla achieved all the characteristics of popular
literature for the masses of people. Beater’s presentation avoided anything that resembled a
ponderous book. The soft cover is illustrated and brightly colored. The type is very plain,
well-spaced, and easy to read. The volume is also filled with black and white drawings by the
author that give the work a simple dramatic vigor and make it all the more appealing for a mass
audience.
Clearly, except for the topic, there is no common ground between this and Lambright’s
luxurious album. The contrast is just as stiking in the respective treatments of the subject.
Whereas Lambright offered an historical and rationalized version, Beater gave a highly romantic
account. In Beater, the historical chronology was sometimes confused, but the story itself was
told with a charming flow which was missing in the more scientific version.
Beater’s use of “evidence” showed how much he differed in his approach. Not only did he
employ the usual mythical story tellers (in addition to John Gómez the old, he used another
survivor, Leon Gaspar, cousin of Gasparilla), but he also relied upon a contemporary oral
tradition that he was recording. Moreover, Beater invoked a number of written sources: a dusty
Cuban manuscript half-eaten by mice which has mysteriously disappeared since then; an ancient
map found by the author in the back of a second-hand bookshop; and finally, the writings of
different “historians” whose statements were sometimes put in quotation marks but whose names
were never mentioned.
In addition, Beater appealed to something unique – the message of the legendary landscape.
The author not only used the familiar evidence of place names, but he also expressed the
wonderful confidence that the sky, the sea, and islands of Charlotte Harbor could inspire the
story teller to recapture the mythical facts still embedded in the landscape. “On a day not long
ago, I sprawled lazily on a bed of needles under an Australian pine, and watched a changing
pattern of billowy clouds floating over Captiva Island. My eyes closed and slowly a picture
came,” reported the author who, at the end of a description of the past recorded directly from his
vision, was brought back to reality by the horn of a car passing on the bridge that connects the
islands of Captiva and Sanibel.25
This raises the question of the geographical distance that separated Beater from the Gasparilla
center of Tampa. Living in Fort Myers in the vicinity of the islands of the legend, Beater gave
life to the original setting, and he showed little concern with Tampa’s Gasparilla ceremonies.
However, the return of the legend to its birthplace was clearly inspired by economic as well as
literary considerations. Proof of this can be found at the end of Beater’s first edition which
contained a good many advertisements for hotels and real estate. All invited visitors to share the
ecstasy of these “Isles of Enchantment,” where for example, they could “Make [their] conquest
of Sanibel and Captiva Islands . . . in the manner of the buccaneers!”26
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Historians of the islands of Charlotte Harbor note that “during the Second World War years,
and for some time afterwards, the real estate business was in the doldrums. . . . By the early
fifties, the area had ‘caught on’ and we were beginning to burst at the seams.”27 Beater’s first
edition appeared at the time of this real estate boom and clearly related to it.
Although Jack Beater is dead, re-issues of his paperback have made his popularized version of
the Gasparilla legend readily available in the Tampa area. Several other mutations of the legend
have also appeared in print. L. Frank Hudson and Gordon R. Prescott in 1973 and most recently
F. J. Hagan in 1979 have contributed to keeping the memory of Gasparilla before the public.28
This last author revealed in his book (self-funded and in a format directly inspired by Beater) that
he is a real estate agent in St. Petersburg Beach and interested in the Treasure Island Corporation.
It becomes always more evident that the real estate sellers were not the last ones to realize that
buyers like to receive a dream as a bonus – the hope that Gasparilla's or some other buccaneer’s
treasure might be buried under the foundation of their bungalow!
Despite this ulterior motive, the appearance of these works along with Beater’s book has
contributed to preserving Gasparilla’s adventures in the collective memory of Tampans. This
version of the legend remains considerably more rich and vivid than the pseudo-historical
chronical that is kept alive by the Mystic Krewe.

V
Through the use of history, it is possible not only to trace the origins of the Gasparilla legend,
but also to recreate in detail the social contexts in which it was born – and later evolved. This
coexistence of history and myth seriously limited the independence of the legend because it was
constantly forced to adopt the trappings of historical reality if it were to survive. In fact, there is
not a single version of the Gasparilla legend that did not in some way make a claim to historical
truth. Thus, the relation of myth to history is crucial for an understanding of the role of
Gasparilla in Tampa.
Before summarizing the role of myth, it is necessary to separate out the factual historical truths
embedded in the central structure of the Gasparilla legend. The lack of any historical basis for
the main character, Gasparilla himself, requires no further proof. Secondary historical figures,
such as Queen Maria-Luisa and the pirate Laffite, can be ignored because they only appeared in
later versions designed to prove the authenticity of Gasparilla. This leaves only two remaining
objective historical truths. First, the sloop USS Enterprise was actually engaged in the fight
against the last pirates. Second, the dates of Gasparilla’s reign on the west coast of Florida,
1783-1821, mark in fact the period between the recognition of American independence by the
Treaty of Paris and the effective takeover of Florida by the American government at the end of
Spain’s second occupation of the peninsula. Gasparilla, traitor to his Spanish homeland and
absolute ruler over the west coast of Florida, mythically filled the awkward gap that separated
American independence from the belated inclusion of Florida into the new country.
In effect, Gasparilla served to date the “Americanization” of the west coast back to the
conclusion of the Revolutionary War. Moreover, he was a European immigrant deprived by his
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treason of any hope of returning to his motherland. He also fought victoriously against the
remaining colonial powers, just like the heroes of the Revolutionary War, and he built his
immense fortune on violence and plundering, just like the American pioneers who conquered the
frontier. Through these mythical deeds, Gasparilla acquired all the qualities of a founding hero.
The only features that had to go in order to perfect Gasparilla’s image were his Latin character
and his most outrageous acts of piracy. Both vanished at the very moment when the USS
Enterprise raised the American flag. (Surely it was not coincidence that the name USS
Enterprise was picked from the long list of American ships that fought against pirates.) The rest
of the legend’s chronology was clearly determined by the key date of 1821. By giving the pirate
the traditional retirement age of sixty-five, the same account fixed his birthdate in 1756, which
also made him old enough to become a pirate in 1783 after having had a naval career in Spain.
Although the original significance of the legend was that it established Gasparilla as the
founding father of American authority on Florida’s west coast, people later added to the
Gasparilla tradition, splitting it into two directions. One, an elitist version, developed a rational
and supposedly historical character which the local establishment used to glorify its power and
wealth. The other, a popular version, was passionately romantic, using the legend to brighten the
Florida landscape. The popular myth swept away the historical reality of a few hundred forlorn
settlers (mostly unknown Cubans and halfbreed Indians) who inhabited the west coast in the
early nineteenth century and replaced it with an exciting story of fabulous exploits filled with
sound and fury. Feverish imaginations could conjure visions of sailing ships, buccaneers,
harems, and dark-haired Latin lovers who buried their treasure along the coast, perhaps right
beneath their own feet. All this is also more thrilling than the contemporary reality of suburban
tract houses and mobile homes that have invaded the coasts of Florida. In the end, the myth has
made life for everyone more pleasant than the facts of history.
The relationship between myth and history was especially tense in Tampa, which gave birth to
the annual ritual celebrating the legend of Gasparilla. Still today, the social circles close to the
Krewe and the media that express its opinion show an aggressive hostility toward “the malicious
statements [of] some unkind persons [who] have said that Gasparilla was only a legendary pirate
– that he never existed in real life.”29 Against whom is this outcry directed? Certainly not against
purveyors of the popular version of the Gasparilla tradition who have complicated the story with
conflicting episodes, but who nevertheless have shown a naive faith in the historical reality of the
legend’s hero. No, the “unkind persons with no romance in their souls” are simply the scholars,
particularly the social scientists and historians, who have established undeniably the
worthlessness of the “evidence” cited to prove the legend’s historical basis. Moreover, scholars
have the bad taste to examine the Gasparilla phenomenon as something other than a normal
outgrowth of authentic historical events.
Fully aware of risking the charge of poor taste, the author will conclude this study with an
explanation of the deeper meaning of Tampa’s Gasparilla festival. Once a year, the celebration
gives new life to downtown streets that are normally deserted except for people going to or from
work. Gasparilla draws a lively crowd of spectators who for once abandon the windowless
bunkers of shopping malls, the neon-lit supermarkets, and the clubs and recreational centers that
keep the different social classes confined to their own neighborhoods. Once a year these people
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Pirates celebrating Gasparilla in 1921.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

go out in the open, to downtown Tampa, to celebrate Gasparilla and his legend. Why go there?
What do they do?
All the historical evidence clearly shows that the legend of Gasparilla was essentially the
product and property of Tampa’s Anglo establishment. The study of proper names, which
supporters of the legend used incorrectly, helps prove the Anglo origins of the supposedly Latin
figures. The very name “Gasparilla” is effeminate and totally ridiculous in Spanish. It is hard to
believe that a ferocious Spaniard, a Latin lover, would have chosen such a nickname. His first
officer, Roderigo Lopez, should have been called “Rodrigo” in correct Spanish. In the same vein,
the name of Captiva Island looks more like the English word “captive” than the Spanish word for
captive, “cautiva.” Finally, “Sanibel” might seem to an American like a suitable Spanish
woman’s name, but in Spanish it brings to mind a brand name for sanitary appliances. Thus, an
examination of leading names in the legend again reveals that under the Latin mask looms an
Anglo-Saxon myth.
Nevertheless, it was not by chance that the myth makers adopted Latin characters. At the
beginning of the century, Tampa was clearly divided into downtown and Ybor City, the
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Gasparilla Parade at the State Fairgrounds in 1921.
Photograph courtesy of the TampaHillsborough County Public Library System.

respective headquarters of capital and labor. The American businessmen living downtown
founded their prosperity on the labor of the Latin population in Ybor City.
Recognizing this ethnic and social division, one aspect of the Gasparilla celebration becomes
clear. Disguised as Latin pirates, members of the Anglo establishment invaded the city, acting
out violence that was as much a part of themselves as the pirates they played. However, as soon
as they landed, the violence disappeared in two ways. The social violence vanished through an
apparent redistribution of wealth, and the ethnic tensions faded away as the Anglo businessmen
adopted Latin disguises. Through this dramatization of very real violence that pitted the
repressive Anglo establishment against restless Latin workers, the ritual celebration of Gasparilla
became a fraternal festival that attempted to bridge the social and ethnic gap that split the city.
However, there must have been more to Gasparilla than this symbolic effort to restore the
unequal social balance in Tampa. Indeed, how could any equality be achieved in a ritual where
only one side had an active role and it redistributed purely fake treasure to the passive party?
This suggests that the street spectacle with its obvious purpose of conciliation was only the visible part of a phenomenon whose primary function lay elsewhere.
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At first glance, the Gasparilla festival resembles the Indian ritual known as “potlatch.” This
was a ceremony in which the hosts gave lavish gifts and even destroyed property as a display of
wealth that the guests were later expected to surpass. The celebration of Gasparilla certainly cost
its organizers plenty of money, but they always distributed totally worthless fake coins and junk
jewelry to the spectators.30 Thus, the essential ingredient of potlatch, which often stripped the
benefactors of their wealth, was never part of Gasparilla.
However, viewed from a different angle, Gasparilla did have a parallel with the potlatch.
Gasparilla week was coupled with a big commercial fair that attracted businessmen from other
cities. For those rival leaders, the Gasparilla festival demonstrated the power and authority of
Tampa’s elite. Under these conditions, the question of whether or not the redistributed goods had
any value was secondary, as long as the ritual was a convincing display of power. Thus, the true
audience was not the one gathered along the parade route. Indeed, they were actors in the grand
spectacle staged for outside businessmen who were the real guests. They were invited to witness
a happy city cheer its elite which flaunted its wealth and its power to control the society.
However, the ritual was also intended to undercut outside businessmen by creating the publicity
that would attract new customers to Tampa.
The legend and ritual of Gasparilla played an important role in Tampa’s history. Born at a time
when the adventurous plundering of pioneers had just given way to a system that necessitated the
peaceful cooperation of all social classes, the Gasparilla festival drew on a legend that expressed
the abolition of piracy by the new order of American enterprise. The ritual of the festival tried to
open a safety valve to release the ethnic and social tensions in a city where the relations between
the different classes and the different ethnic groups were marked by repressive violence in which
a largely Anglo elite confronted mostly Latin and particularly militant workers. From its very
origin, the festival had its roots in the establishment. “After their fortunes had become more
secure, the capitalist upper class resorted to grand-scale conspicuous consumption and
conspicuous waste in order to impress their rivals,” noted one observer of this phenomenon.31
Nevertheless, the non-elitist crowd always played an important role in the spectacle of empty
“redistribution” that marked Gasparilla. It is difficult on the basis of existing evidence to
measure the importance, the spontaneity, and fervor of popular participation in the early years of
the festival when Tampa's social situation was especially tense. However, current participation is
extensive, joyful, and unreserved.
Since the troubled days of strikes and violence, Tampa has questionably moved toward an
abundance that may not be more equally shared, but is more widely distributed. Ethnic conflicts
have also clearly diminished. The Latin population, composed of Cubans, Spaniards, and
Italians, has become increasingly integrated into Tampa society.
Even though the festival still provides the elite with the opportunity to display its wealth and its
self-assurance, some efforts have been made to include wider popular participation in Gasparilla
week. Thus, for example, the Gasparilla run combines the fad of jogging with the myth, and it
recently attracted 7,500 runners, drawn from all classes, races, and age brackets.

https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/tampabayhistory/vol2/iss2/3

22

d'Ans: The Legend of Gasparilla: Myth and History on Florida’s West Coas

Gasparilla Pirates landing in Tampa in 1922.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

In such popular Gasparilla events, the non-elite participants and spectators seem less and less
trapped by a ritual designed as a safety valve. Indeed, through their acceptance of an empty
“redistribution” and their lack of opposition to the successful festival, the people of Tampa show
their trust in the elite that uses the celebration for its own self-glorification. No one expects a real
redistribution of wealth from the elite because people generally assume that the system itself will
provide its own rewards. In short, symbolic gifts are enough, and as such, they illustrate
cooperation of the different classes.
The 1980 parade program was correct in celebrating Gasparilla as “the pirate who became a
civic legend.” The widespread acceptance of the festival testifies to the good citizenship of
Tampans and their commitment to the existing system.
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